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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this discussion is to identify and to 
describe current models of reading comprehension in order to draw 
conclusions regarding their application to classroom teaching. The 
nodels are categorized according to the different approaches to 
comprehension: "Behavior Models" are concerned with determining 
beha'^oral outcomes for teaching comprehension; "Cognitive-Based 
Models" are concerned with explaining cognitive operations underlying 
comprehension; "Relational Models" explain comprehension by relating 
specific skills to postulated underlying cognitive operations; 
"Information-Processing Models" explain comprehension in terms of the 
dynamic interaction between incoming information and the cognitive 
processing of this information; and "Psycholinguistic Models" discuss 
comprehension in terms of psychological and linguistic theory. It was 
concluded that the traditional approach of teaching comprehension as 
a series of skills separately defined, sequentially developed, and 
generally applicable in all reading situations is in error. Ihe 
models suggest that comprehension is a multidimensional process, that 
the performance of skills is an outer manifestation of a complex 
inner process; and that comprehension varies with the task and should 
be taught as a cognitive process. (RB) 



ERIC 



•PER'^ISSION TO REPROOUCt 'MIS COPY- 
RIGHTED MATERIAL MAS BEEN UHANIED BY 



I US OE PAHTMENT OF HEALTH, 

E Dt-iC -VTlON CWELFARE 
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION 

'^'1. DOCL'VIM Ell f N Wt:PRO 

[J If f O f X AC 1 1. Y wt c I ■ v[ D f ^^0M 
' ><l f'l. W SON 0^ Ok-k,/.N .'. ■ iL>N OH iGl N 
VNC, ;T POiNTbC^f Vll .V DM OPINIONS 
' T ,M E D DO N f J T N E r f: S - P 1 1 Y R E P R £.■ 
^ M O I » I C ! A L N A T I 0 S , I N S T I T L T E Of 

s :")ijrATinN POSiTio\ ' p'o. r > 

Dr, Wo John Harker 
Faculty of Education 
Memorial University of Newfoundland 
St. John's, Newfoundland 
^ Canada 

rJ 

W, John Harker 

CD 

C3 TO f^RIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING 

UNDKR AGREEMENTS VVlTr 1HE NATIONAL IN- 

^2 STITUTE OF rnuCATlON PURTHER REPHO- 

^■"T OlJCTlON OUTSIDE THE ERIC SYSTEM RE- 

quires PERMISSION OF THE COPYRlCHT 
OWNER • 

Classroom Implications from Modals of Reading Comprehension 



Preconvention Institute XIV 
Clacsroom Implications from Reading Related Cognitive 

and Affective Research 



The ultimate objective for teaching reading is that pupils 
understand what they read. The extent of a pupil's success in 
reading is determined by the degree to which he understands the 
meaning intended by the writer. This understanding is usually 
referred to as comprehension^ 

Despite the importance of comprehension, it remains one of 
the least understood aspects of reading. Currently, the teaching 
of comprehension is almost exclusively based on the S-R paradigm. 
Skills are defined, taught, and measured, yet the covert learning 
process involved in developing comprehension receives little 

N 

attention. This situation is partly due to the fact that research 
and non-research investigations of comprehension are inconsistent 
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and highly equivocal In their conclusions. One is forced t.o 
agree with Jenkinson (iji) who has recently commented that "our 
ignorance of reading comprehension is pervasive and abysmal," 

A relatively new approach to understanding comprehension has 
been the development of models of comprehension (10, 20) . 
Beginning with Holmes' (12) substrata factor model, recent years 
have witnessed the appearance of an increasing number of models 
of comprehension. While the avowed intention of many model 
builders has been to facilitate research into the nature of 
comprehension (2), one would hope that these models could also 
suggest effective methods for teaching comprehension. The purpose 
of this discussion is to identify and to describe current models 
of comprehension in order to draw sone conclusions regarding 
their application to classroom teaching. 

Categories of Models 

An immediate problem in developing an overview of comprehension 
models is that model builders differ in their conceptualizations 
of comprehension. Some models conceive comprehension in terms of 
the behaviors to be taught and the educational outcomes to serve 
as the foci of instruction (^^ 2» 12) • Other models are concerned 
with explaining cognitive operations associated with comprehension 
(^, ^) . Still others approach comprehension by relating skills 
to cognitive operations i21j 22), while others describe comprehension 
in terms of information processing (3, 13» iSi JLi^j 22) • A recent 
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approach has been through psycholinguist ic models (2, 6, 12» £3) • 
In this discus55ion5 models will be categorized according to 
the different approaches to comprehension which they demonstrate 
in order to assess the utility of each approach for classroom 
instruction. 

Behavioral Models 

The models of Gray and Robinson (2, 12) and Barrett (1,) fall 
within this category. These models are primarily concerned with 
determining behavioral outcomes for teaching comprehension. In 
considering comprehension as one of "the major aspects of reading," 
Gray and Robinson include three components of comprehension; 
"grasping literal meaning," "securing an expanded grasp of the 
meaning," and "understanding ideas read." Similarly, Barrett 
includes Literal Comprehension, Inferential Comprehension, Evaluation, 
and Appreciation within his model. In addition, both models 
outline specific skills which they claim are exercised by 
comprehending readers. However, neither model is concerned with 
the cognitive operations which presumably underlie the performance 
of these skills. Robinson emphasizes this point when she states 
that the intent of her model is "to distinguish between what we 
are trying to achieve and the processes for achieving our goals." 
She is careful to note that "models <^f the reading process and 
of procedures for teaching reading have been omitted." 

Cognitive-Based Models 

In contrast with the behavioral emphasis of the Gray-Robinson 
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and the Barrett models, the models of Cleland ih) and Stauffer (23) 
are exclusively concerned with explaining cognitive operations 
underlying comprehension. Cleland defines comprehension as ''a 
central mental activity involving the higher intellectual processes." 
He describes these process-es as Perception, Apperception, Abstraction 
Appraisal, Ideation, and Application, Similarly, Stauffer states 
that "reading is a complex phenomenon of mental activity akin to 
thinking," and that "to read is to comprehend what is read." He 
maintains that comprehension results from a cognitive process which 
involves "declaring purposes," "reasoning while reading," and 
"judging." Neither model indicates what overt behaviors may be 
taken as evidence of the successful execution of these cognitive 
operations. 

Relational Models 

The Dodels of Smith (21) and Spache (22) seek to explain 
comprehension by relating specific skills to postulated underlying 
cognitive operations. Both models adopt the Semantic Content 
dimension of Guilford's (8) stru-^ture of intellect model for this 
purpose. While Smith deletes some components from the Guilford 
model, claiming that they are not all directly applicable to 
comprehension, both models propose relationships between Guilford's 
cognitive operations and specific skills by which these operations 
are "exemplified in various reading behaviors" (22). 

Information-Processing Models 

A wide variety of models is included in this category. Despite 
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this variety, these models are alike in that they all attempt to 
explain comprehension in terms of the dynamic interaction between 
incoming information and the cognitive processing of this 
inf ormation. 

Carver (3) conceives "the written verbal material which the 
human processes during reading" to be analogous to the information 
input of a computer. McCullough (l6) views incoming verbal 
information in terms of a "schema of thought patterns" active in 
the min:3 of the writer and transmitted to the mind of the reader 
during reading. Similarly, Kingston (1^) maintains that comprehension 
can best be understood "as a product of communicatioii that results 
from interaction between the reader and the writer." Rystrom (12) 
explains the first stage of comprehension as the inputting of 
information which is decoded in the brain of the reader. Holmes 
and Singer (I3) hypothesize that the information input during 
reading can be described as "coded audio-visual and kinesthetic 
impressions derived from the description of concrete objects." 

The processing of this information is described by Carver in 
terms of computer data manipulation and storage resulting in "the 
understanding of the thoughts that the writer intended to communicate." 
Comprehension takes p7i.ace in McCullough 's model as a result of the 
reader's mind moving freely through her schema of thought patterns 
while employing inductive, deductive, convergent, divergent, and 
evaluative thinking. Kingston's model represents comprehension 
as resulting from the favorable influence of linguistic factors, 
reading skills, and psychological factors. Rystrom conceives 
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information processing to involve vocabulary, syntax, itera recall, 
item sequence, and evaluation. In the Holmes and Singer model, 
comprehension derives from the processing of information within a 
"working system" which Holmes describes as follows: 

•••as a result of the heightened cerebral activity engendered 
by increased concentration, conceptual abstractions are 
wrought by the process of comparing and contrasting the 
incoming information with relevant information already 
stored from past experiences » # # » (13) 

In all of these models, comprehension is conceived to be an 
entirely covert Process having, in Carver's words, "no explicit 
output step." The behaviorist approach is therefore rejected as 
being an artificial representation of comprehension* 

Psycholinguistic Models 

Piiycholinguist ic models are characterized by the combination 
of psychological and linguistic theory in an attempt to explain 
comprehension. One feature of the psycholinguist ic models is 
^jheir linking of perception with cognition during the process of 
comprehension. Goodman maintains that comprehension results from 
'*a series of tentative decisions made on the basis of partial use 
of available language cues" C^) • As the reader progresses through 
a reading passage, he selects the correct meaning from various 
possible alternative meanings. This selection process is 
accomplished by means of visual scanning involving the use of 
different semantic and syntactic cues. Hence, Goodman describes 
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comprehension as *'a psycholinguistlc guessing game": 

It involves partial use of available minimal language cues 
selected from perceptual input on the- basis of the reader's 
expectation. As this partial information is processed, 
tentative decisions are made to be confirmed, rejected, or 
refined as reading progresses. (6) 

The models of Venezky and Calfee (2^+) and Brown (2) descrilDe 
comprehension in a manner generally similar to Goodman. Ruddell <18) 
also describes comprehension through a psycholinguistic model* 
Hovever, in remaining exclusively concerned with language processing, 
Ruddell does not account for visual scanning. He describes 
reading as: 

...a complex psycholinguistic behavior which consists of 
decoding written language units, processing the resulting 
language counterparts through structural and semantic 
dimensions, and interpreting the deep structure data 
relative to an individual's established ob.1ectives> (18) 

Implications for Teaching 

No model of comprehension is specifically concerned with 
methods for teaching comprehension nor does any present a 
developmental scheme describing how pupils learn to comprehend* 
The Gray-Robinson and the Barrett models are concerned with 
delineating desired outcomes for teaching comprehension, and the 
skills listed by Smith and Spache are intended to serve as 
objectives for instruction. But none of these models describes 
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raetViods for realizing these objectives* Cognitive-Based Models, 
Information-Processing Models, and Psycholinguistic Models all 
focus on the cognitive processes which presumably underlie 
comprehension. By adding linguistic considerations, Psycholinguistic 
Models compound the complexity of the cognitive process they 
describe without suggesting ways by which it can be taught. 

Despite these restrictions, models of comprehension do contain 
implications for teaching* The basic implication is that the 
traditional notion of teaching comprehension as a series of skills 
separately defined, sequentially developed, and generally 
applicable in any and all reading situations is in error. Models 
of comprehension clearly suggest that comprehension is a multi- 
dimensional process involving the cognitive processing of language. 
The performance of skills is merely the outer manifestation of this 
extremely complex inner process. The manner in which skills are 
applied to various comprehension tasks in different learning 
situations will vary as often as do the tasks and situations 
themselves. Comprehension is essentially a cognitive process and 
should be taught as such. Rather than teaching pupils to 
practice skills in a vacuum, it is more sensible to teach them how 
to think while selectively applying these skills to specific 
comprehension tasks. (11). 

Models suggest the teaching of ?. wide variety of thinking 
activities to promote pupil growth in comprehension. The 
Cognitive-Based Models and particularly the Information-Processing 
Models clearly indicate the need to develop variety and flexibility 
in pupils* thinking while reading. Analysis, synthesis, expectancy. 
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and retrospection are some of the cognitive processes which models 
indicate are involved in comprehension. Teachers are obliged to 
actively teach these abilities rather than to assume that they 
will develop automatically as concomitants of the isolated 
teaching and practice of skills. In addition, the Psyoholinguistlc 
Models point to the importance of language and the use of language 
cues in comprehension. From these models, teachers can see the 
need to view the teaching of comprehension within the contert of 
language learning and concept development. 

Although models of comprehension may be deficient from the 
teacher's point of view in their failure to explicitly set out 
procedures for teaching comprehension, they do provide general 
principles for effective teaching. It is therefore possible to 
extrapolate from models to develop more effective instructional 
strategies for teaching comprehension^ 



ERIC 



Harker — 10 



References 

!• Barret^, Thomas C. "A Taxonomy for Reading Cotcprehension," 

paper presented at the annual meeting of the International 

Reading Association, Anaheim, 1970. 
2„ Brown, Eric. "The Bases of Reading Aquisition," Reading 

Research Quarterly . 6 (Fall, 1970), ^9-7^. 
3. Carver, Ronald P. "A Computer Model of Reading and its 

Implications for Measurement and Research," Reading Research 

Quarterly . 6 (Sumtner, 1971), ^^9-^71. 

Cleland, Donald L. "The Nature of Comprehension," Progress and 
Promise in Reading . Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 1966, 
18-32. 

5* Goodman, Kenneth S. "A Psycholinguistic View of Reading 
Comprehension," Now Frontiers in College-Adult Reading ^ 
Fifteenth Yearbook of the National Reading Conference. 
Milwaukee: )Iational Reading Conference, 1966, 188-196. 

6. GoodmaPj^ Kenneth S. "Reading: lA Psycholinguistic Guessing Game/' 
in Harry Singer and Robert B. Ruddell (EdSe), Theoretical 
Models ani Proceppes of Reading . Newark, Delaware: International 
Reading As.^ociatlon, 1970 , 259*272. 

7. Gray, William S. "The Major Aspects of Reading," Sequential 
Development of Reading Abilities . Chlcagos University of Chicago 
Press, I960, 8^2^. 

8. Guilford, J. P. "Three Faces of Intellect^" American Psychologist . 
Ih (June, 1959), '+69-^79* ' 

o 

ERIC 



Barker— 11 

9. Harker, W. John. "An Evaluative Summary of Models of Reading 

Comprehension/' Journal of Reading Behavior ^ 5 (Winter, 1972-1973), 

10. Harker, W. John. "Reading Comprehension to 1970: Its Theoretical 
and Empirical Bases, and its Implementation in Secondary 
Professional Textbooks, Instructional Materials, and Tests," 
doctoral dissertation, Vancouver: University of British 
Columbia, 1971. 

11. Harker, W. Joha "Teaching Comprehension: A Task Analysis 
Approach," Journal of Reading . l6 (February, 1973), 379-382. 

12. Holmes, Jack A. "Factors Underlying Major Reading Disabilities 
at the College Level," Genetic Psychology MonopraDhs , ^^-9, 
(January- June, 195^), 3-95. 

13. Holmes, Jack A. "Speed, Comprehension, and Power in Reading," 
Problems. Programs and Pro.iaats in College-Adult Reading , 
Eleventh Yearbook of the National Reading Conferex^ce# 
Milwaukee: National Reading Conference, 1962, 6-1^* 

1^. Jenkinson, Marion D. "Information Gaps in Research in Reading 
Comprehension," Reading: Process and Pedagogy . Nineteenth 
Yearbook of the National Reading Conference. Milwaukee; 
National Reading Conference, 1970, 179-192. 

15* Kingston, Albert J. "A Conceptual Model of Reading Comprehension," 
Phases of College an^ Other Adult Reading Programs . Tenth 
Yearbook of the National Reading Conference. Milwaukee: 
National Reading Conference, I96I, IOO-IO7. 



ERLC 



Harker — 12 

16. McCulloughj Constance M. "Balanced Reading Development,"' 
Innovation and Change In Reading Instruction ^ Sixty-Seventh 
Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968, 320-356* 

17. Robinson, Helen M. "The Major Aspects of Reading," Reading; 
Seventy-Five Years of Progress . Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1966, 22-32» 

18. Ruddell, Robert B. "Psycholinguistic Implications for a 
Systems of Comrrunlcat ion Model," in Kenneth S, Goodman and 
James Fleming (Eds.), Psycholinguist Ics and the Teaching of 
Readi ng • Newark, Delaware s International Reading Association, 
1969^ 6i-78. 

19. Rystrom, Richard . "Toward Defining Comprehension: A First Report;" 
"Toward Defining Comprehension: A Second Report," Journa l of. 
Reading Behavior . 2 (Winter, 1970), 56-7^J 2 (Spring, 1970), 
1^^-157. 

^On Simmons, Herbert D. "Reading Comprehension: The Need for a Nev; 
Perspective." Reading Research Quarterly . 6 (Spring, 1971), 
338-363. 

21o Smith, Donald E. P, "Reading Comprehension: A Proposed Model," 

Research and Evaluation in College Reading ^ Ninth Yearbook of the 
National Reading Conference. Fort Worth: Texas Christian 
University Press, I960, 21-27. 

22, Spache , George D. Toward Be-n-er Reading * Champaign: Garrard, 1963. 

23. Stauffer, Rus.=ell G. Directing Read ing Maturity as a Cognitive 
Proces , ?; . New York: Harper and Row, 1969« 



ERIC 



Harker — 13 



Venezky, Richard and Robert C, Calfee, "The Reading 
Competency Model," in Harry Singer and Robert B, Ruddell (Eds 
Theoretical Models and Procegseg of Readir^g • Newark , De lawar e 
International Reading Association, 1970, 273-291. 



